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Summary: In Oblivion, love. In mercy, strength. Keelan knows she's a sorry excuse for a mage, who got into the College because of nepotism and not any sort of talent. But what is she to do when a Dremora and a strange set of circumstances inadvertently quiet all her naysayers and catapult her into limelight she never earned?





	1. Prologue

_**Prologue: An Opening Served Cold.**_

A shifting world of white, where feet long since numbed out of existence pounded against earth, snow and underbrush, where bones could be snapped beneath cruel smiles and insatiable tongues.

Her lungs burned beneath the onslaught of exhaustion and arctic inhalation.

The trees blurred until they ceased to be things of branch, wood and bark and became signals to her muscles.

'Turn here, roll left, duck now.'

Her blood wailed in time with the oldest rhythm and turned her body into an instrument of motion and instinct.

They would catch her.

She'd seen their eyes, seen her torchlight unable to penetrate those pools of silver. They'd grinned at her when she'd called their bluff, the way a serpent grins before striking true. They would catch her, but she would be damned if she didn't make them work for their meal.

The skeletal shadows of trees gave way to a sweep of untouched snow rolling from the foot of a mountain cold and she did not hesitate. The lack of cover was of no consequence to her, the trees had not slowed them, what difference would an open field make?

Her feet caught on things invisible beneath the snow and brought her careening down that first roll of foot hill. Her flesh had long since lost the ability to feel the sting of scraps and cuts when ice, sharpened upon winter's grindstone, clawed into her skin. She clawed back, throwing herself forward as an arrow bloomed where she had just fallen.

She did not stop to wonder how they had missed, she had seen a path before the fall and there was no time to waste.

She could hear their laughter behind her, a shrill thing, no more human than the wind screaming down the mountainside. She could feel their breath along the back of her neck as she threw herself behind a boulder and scrambled back to her feet.

She could see it then, a husk of a building gutted and broken beneath a blanket of white. It was feet away, close enough to bring a different kind of strain upon her chest.

She never made it to the charred steps.

"Time's up little rabbit." The hand in her henna-hued hair felt like iron as her lank legs were swept from beneath her. "I'm not sure what you were expecting..." The first of them let her go and laughed when she once again struggled to escape them. The face that peered down at her had been of imperial birth once upon a time, female, kindly shaped and young. There was nothing youthful about the creature's eyes though, nor the way it spoke, and there was no kindness in the foot now pressed against her chest.

The others reached them within seconds, two elven faces, rawboned and pinched in snarls.

"I might have ended this quickly," the first spoke with a pout, an expression lost on a face no longer bearing any shred mortality. "But having to chase you down has put such an awful taste in my mouth."

Keelan might as well have been striking a column of marble for all her blows accomplished against the leg of her opponent.

The vampire took no notice of her flailing, its attention so fixated on the minute details that accompanied crushing its prey's collarbone that the rest of the world seemed to crumble into cold static. Like a child poised to squish a ladybug beneath their thumb, rapt in curiosity at each struggle of the insect against their irrefutable power to destroy or spare on a whim, wondering if the crunch of skeleton giving way will be as satisfying as they think it will be.

"Shareece, I'd prefer if my evening meal didn't taste like the sole of your foot." This from the taller of the once elves, his skin sallow beneath the spill of his yellow hood and sable hair.

When the second vampire's words met with no change in the first, his impatience spilled across the clearing. Keelan hadn't a chance to see what had taken place above her, one moment gasping for air, the next watching her former tormentor pick herself up out of the snow. She didn't care if she was likely no better off with the second than she had been with the first, Keelan knew that this might be her last chance, and if she wanted to see another dawn then she had to act now.

In her struggle with the imperial, most of her possessions had been scattered. She couldn't see the small knife that had once been nestled in her robes, nor any of the scrolls that Jhz'argo had given her. What she did see was the pointed end of a staff, whose properties she didn't know, sticking out of the churned snow little more than a foot from her. As the third vampire turned his attention from his bickering clanmates to the source of their quarrel, Keelan whispered a single prayer and dove for the staff.

It's ice coated shaft slid along her hand until one of the carved thorns caught in her palm, giving her the second she needed to tighten her grip on it and to face her enemy head on.

She didn't know what to expect as she swung the wooden rose into the face of the oncoming vampire. She prayed for the sickening smack of wood slamming into flesh, she feared what would happen if she heard nothing at all.


	2. Chapter 1

_**Chapter One: Misdirected**_

Keelan looked into the depths of her wine glass and wondered if one of her fellow apprentices might have had something stronger. She was seated in her room in the Hall of Attainment with glass in hand and several sheets of parchment spread out on the table beside her in-between she and the rest of her bottle. She reached for it anyway, ignoring the tight lettering of her mother's handwriting but half wondering how many quills had been sacrificed during the letter's creation. Judging by the volume of pages, Keelan would have confidently bet at least a dozen.

The young mage slouched further down in the chair and mulled over both the contents of the glass and of the letter despite both being neither mystery nor puzzle. Her glass was filled with the product of fermented grapes and heavy spices, the letter full of things she'd heard and read in a hundred other conversations and correspondences she'd had with her mother.

Her eyes slid beneath a thin glaze of alcohol to take in the entirety of her quarters, the bed she had her feet propped against was comfortable enough, the decor tolerable since she'd taken most of it down and the floor was barely visible beneath the clutter she seemed to accumulate at an alarming rate. It was familiar but nothing like her old home, which was just the way she had wanted it. It had been perfect but now the veneer had been scratched and distorted.

From beyond her door frame the soft snoring of Onmund could be heard in the next room over, a fitful rumble as the young nord tossed around in his sleep. Keelan considered asking him if he had anything stronger but reconsidered in that doing so would wake him and if she did that he might ask questions. Instead she finished her drink and rose from her chair trying to ferret out where she'd placed her largest pack.

The moons were sinking fast when Keelan entered the courtyard, her now stuffed pack over her shoulders and an armful of borrowed books cradled against her chest. That first slap of gelid air always got to her, almost a year spent this far north yet she still felt like it was her first time experiencing that bone numbing cold. But she had to admit it made the courtyard look lovely, particularly the statue in the middle, shimmering in blue light and dusted in snow as it always was. She gave its leg a pat as she passed, figuring it would be odd to verbally say goodbye to a hunk of carved stone even if there was no one to see her.

The Hall of Elements was silent. Despite the odd hours the others kept, no lecture began or ran past midnight. However, the lack of noise didn't mean the hall was empty. Keelan could just make out a silhouette against one of the far off columns. She could hazard a guess as to who it might belong to given the tall yet thin stature and the prickling sensation that ran across her skin when its attention landed on her. She knew better than to approach, Ancano had made it quite clear that her company was not something he desired in any capacity. Of course this might be the last time she saw him…

Keelan shook her head and chided herself for getting so worked up over it, turning instead to head up to the Arcanaeum.

There was no one reading in the alcove at the top of the stairs and none of the candles were lit in the room proper. 'Good,' she thought, no company meant no one could talk her out of her plans. The room's only light was the tall stained glass window near the stairs, which while beautiful, still left the room in near utter darkness. Keelan waited for her eyes to adjust and then questioned why she bothered. The Arcanaeum was such a familiar haunt of hers she probably could have navigated it in her sleep.

She trudged over to Urag's desk and laid the books she'd borrowed down on the first unoccupied spot she found. A part of her worried the old Orc would be offended that she didn't say goodbye in person, then again another part wondered if he actually enjoyed her company or just put up with it. Still she dug into the side pocket of her pack and produced a small tome wrapped in tissue paper, this she placed beneath the rest of the stack so it would be discovered last.

After that incident with the flame atronach, Keelan figured Urag could use a copy of 'The Wild Elves' to replace the one he'd lost. Keelan had left similar packages in the rooms of her colleagues, nothing fancy just stuff she couldn't take with her that she thought they might like. She'd even left one for Ancano though she doubted he'd make use of it or even open it for that matter.

With one last look at the familiar line of book cases and well cushioned chairs Keelan felt she was ready to leave and not look back. That was until a gruff voice stopped her mid step.

"You know the new life festival isn't for a couple of months right?" Urag growled in what sound like a yawn. Sitting around the corner of a partial wall Keelan had completely missed his presence. Then again she'd assumed the lack of light meant an equal lack of people so perhaps she hadn't looked very hard in the first place.

"I know, it's just that I won't be here for it, so I figured now was the best time." Urag seemed to ponder this a moment, leaning over the arm of his chair and squinting in her direction.

"I see, well if your going travelling for a bit perhaps you'd be willing to do me a favor." He rose from his chair with a groan and a stretch before coming to stand on the other side of his desk. Keelan waited for him to go on, chewing on her lip in indecision. The elder mage ducked for a moment behind the desk and began rummaging through the shelves underneath. Keelan was on the verge of offering to conjure a magelight to help him see but given her last attempt she let the offer die on her lips.

"I've a shipment of void salts coming into Dawnstar on a ship. Fine cut and refined by the best. As you can imagine they're hard to get."

Keelan nodded, though to be sure her knowledge of void salts extended only as far as the fact that they smelled like burnt air.

"Only problem is the captain is charging me extra to have them delivered to the college. Some nonsense about couriers being hard to come by."

Keelan followed his logic without him having to finish. She also wished she was better at saying no.


	3. Chapter 2

_**Chapter 2: My Feet Hurt.**_

The road to Dawnstar was wet, freezing and miserable. Keelan had opted to take the route along the coast because on her map it looked quicker. Of course her map hadn't mentioned the shore would be teeming with horkers, and hungry bears nor that it would be colder than a frost giant's left nipple. The salt mixing with the ice in the wind left her cheeks chapped and her throat and nose burning after little more than an hour.

It wasn't all bad though, if anything the landscape kept her from becoming bored and she'd even stumbled upon a statue of Talos standing stoically against the bitter winds. Of course one glance to her left brought the outline of Azura's shrine into view and Keelan had a chuckle over the fact that a daedric shrine utterly dwarfed a shrine to Talos even in the homeland of the nords.

There were ruins too, farther up the path and while they were interesting to look at from afar they were not something Keelan would go near. The young mage was painfully aware of how lucky she was that the few bears she saw preferred to hunt the slower and meatier horkers. She wasn't stupid enough to think bandits or draugr would do the same.

After nearly a day's worth of walking, Keelan got her first look of Dawnstar. It was a lighthouse only minus the house part, a large work of stone high on a hill and signalling civilization. Well at least as much as you could find this far north. With night falling swiftly the exhausted mage clambered up the hill and gazed down at a miserable looking little village.

Dawnstar was at least in better shape than Winterhold if only because the majority of its houses were still serviceable. She passed the first on the outskirts and noted with curiosity its banner hung porch. The symbol on the fluttering and damaged cloth was familiar to her, a golden sun on a backdrop of crimson that she'd seen in her history books as a child. Keelan shivered as she looked at them and knew it was not from the cold, why anyone would hang such a vile symbol on their home was beyond her and she wasn't about to knock and ask the owner either.

From there the houses all started to blend together even as they grew more numerous and closely packed. The only two that stood out was what she assumed was the Jarl's hall and the inn which lay farther down the street. Keelan shrugged her pack farther up on her shoulder and was reminded of how much lighter it was since last night. It hadn't been something she could help though, if she hadn't shed some of the weight she would have had no room for Urag's void salts. Besides it wasn't as if she couldn't repack once this favor was completed.

The crowd of the street was thickest near the inn, people heading for a drink after a day's work or coming from the evening meal and heading home. Being tall but pitifully thin the young mage had little hope of elbowing her way through, so it was a great relief when someone else split the crowd for her. Or perhaps it was more of a couple of someone's, a handsome looking but oddly dressed bosmer and a towering orc before which the rest of the townsfolk fell away like water around a boulder.

'_Unsurprising.' _Keelan thought as she stepped into their wake and followed them until she reached the inn, '_Only a fool would stand in the way of such a hulking brute.'_ As she watched the pair disappear down the road the image they presented only stuck out to her more, it wasn't until someone coughed politely that she realized she was blocking the way.

"Oh… my apologies."

"Its not a problem miss," a sheepish looking fellow with soot smeared clothes and face answered. "Those are college robes ain't they? The wizard one o'er in Winterhold?"

His unamused friend made a sort of snorting hmph behind him and shoved past both of them.

Keelan nodded and walked inside as he held the door for her, "I'm on a bit of an errand, but the road was a bit more difficult than I expected." She hoped this brief explanation would cut off any further questions. No such luck befell her.

"Suppose most are these days." he nodded sagely as if he had never uttered something so profound. Keelan wondered if alcohol would make her current company more bearable. "But surely horkers don't give you wizards much trouble. Bet you know all kind of tricks and stuff that would send even the bears running." Keelan felt the right side of her upper lip twitch and swiftly beckoned for the innkeeper.


	4. Chapter 3

_**Chapter Three: Don't Talk to Strangers.**_

Keelan awoke to the smell of wood-smoke and the sight of the mounted deer head hanging above her rented bed. It had startled her in those first few seconds as she fell out of the embrace of slumber and back into her room at the Windpeak inn, now she merely took it in with the rest of her surroundings. The two-third wall that separated her room from the one next to it, the table beside her bed whose surface lay buried beneath a pile of books, parchment and clothing, the chair that sat next to it which held the rest of her clothing, the chest at the foot of her bed whose key she didn't have and therefore couldn't use, the chest of drawers beyond that upon which sat her empty pack and the parcels she'd been sent to retrieve and finally the doorway through which the inn beyond could be seen.

She'd never understand why Skyrim's architects seemed so dead set against putting interior doors in their buildings or perhaps against privacy as a whole. Even the college seemed to favor that same door-less design when it came to sleeping quarters, a fact that was often a source of irritation for her. Just one more thing about northern culture she'd likely never be comfortable with.

A quick glance at the frosted glass panes above her head informed her she'd slept in later than she'd intended. This realization did not bother her, between the stiffness in her legs and the peculiar difference in temperature between under the covers and the rest of the room, Keelan had little motivation to get a quick start to her day. True, she should have been on the road back to Winterhold already, but the more she thought about it the less she wanted to be up let alone on the road.

When she did finally rise and resign herself to the act of interacting with other beings, it was with sluggish movements and no shortage of yawns. In the inn proper the proprietor Thoring, didn't so much greet her as he did acknowledge her presence. The innkeeper's attention lay elsewhere, specifically on his daughter and the two males who she was currently conversing with. This suited Keelan just fine, allowing her to slip into a seat near the fire and engage in her third favorite hobby.

There were few other patrons given the time of day which was fortunate in that there was less chatter to tune out in order to eavesdrop on the conversation she was interested in. It wasn't that anything said stood out to her, the usual fair of daily gossip sprinkled into small talk was nothing new. No, the real draw was the two males whose names still escaped her, that same mountain of an orc and oddly dressed bosmer. Although, now that she'd seen the latter from the front she wasn't sure if there wasn't a bit of altmer in him too. Back home such a sight would have meant nothing, but Skyrim was a world unto itself and in a place like Dawnstar the two stood out something fierce.

The rest of the townsfolk didn't seem to think so, giving the two so little attention that it became its own layer of mystery on top of all the rest. Still she couldn't spend the whole afternoon staring at strangers simply because of their perceived strangeness, her stomach's displeased growl an abrupt reminder of more basic needs.

after a less than memorable breakfast and an hour spent trying to repack her belongings now that she had more things to take with her, Keelan was finally ready to leave Dawnstar behind after only two nights in its borders. At least that was until she saw the fur tents of the khajiit caravan.

Her feet had paused long before she'd made up her mind on whether or not to peruse their wares, her eyes flicking from trinket to weapon to sundry good as swiftly as was possible while maintaining an air of slight disinterest. To be sure there wasn't much that earned a second look over, the odd book that she couldn't recall having read yet, a particularly shiny bit of jewelry, an ingredient whose likeness she'd never seen and so on. There was only one thing her eyes kept returning to over and over again, a long wooden staff carved in the shape of a rose.

"This one has good eyes, this staff is one of a kind." The rich accent of the merchant did little to make Keelan believe her, having heard plenty of lines concerning 'one of a kind' items before.

"It is nice, but I've no use for a decorative staff."

"Ah then it is good that this is no mere object of decoration." A graceful feline hand removed the staff carefully from where it lay and held it out to Keelan. " This one is a mage yes? Can you not feel the power humming from inside?"

In truth she didn't feel anything, the wood had a pleasant warmth and smoothness to it but no more than any other piece of fine and well sanded timber. "Even if it is enchanted I'm not sure what use it will be to me. How much are you looking to get for it anyway?"

"Three thousand septims."

Keelan couldn't help but laugh. Not because there was anything inherently humorous about the situation. Simply that her body couldn't come up with an appropriate response to such a large sum of gold for something that could be no more than an overly ornate walking stick. Seeing the Khajiit's ears flatten against her head did cut the girl's laughter short however.

"Why? One of a kind or not that is a very high asking price." She handed the staff back but continued to linger at the edge of the Khajiit's rug of wares. The merchant seemed likewise caught in indecision, peering up into Keelan's face with what the mage thought was suspicion mixed with curiosity. It was only a hazarded guess though, not having had much practice in reading feline faces.

"It is was a hard won item to come by, many collectors would pay dearly to have it." The Khajiit leaned forward, her words taking on a distinctive hissing sound. "It was crafted by a daedric lord."

Keelan opened her mouth and then shut it again, rolling around what she wanted to say on her tongue until the words tasted right.

"It's illegal to have daedric artifacts…" she said after a moment, her eyes shifting from the merchant down to the staff and back again. "So either you're trying to sell it quickly to avoid problems with the law… or… it's just an ordinary staff and none of those collectors have bought your bluff yet."

It was the merchant's turn to open and close her mouth this time, finally settling on baring her teeth at the troublesome girl. Keelan didn't wait for the excuse or counter accusation to come as she crouched down on the other side of the rug and started digging through her pack.

"Tell you what, I've got six hundred septims and a couple of things that should be easier for you to sell. I'd be willing to trade…"

"This one must be touched by The Skooma Cat to think Ahkari would make such a foolish deal."

Keelan ignored that comment and continued pulling things out of her bag. When she'd finished there were four large soul gems minus souls, a copy of 'The Doors of Oblivion' as well as a copy of 'Shadowmarks', a single potion of minor stamina and two of plentiful healing lying between she and the cat. On top of this neat pile she sat her purse and waited while the Khajiit looked over her offer.

"Its about half of what you were asking for the staff and all of this is legal to own. No fuss and you don't have to worry about the guard coming after you." To make her point, Keelan inclined her head ever so slightly to a Dawnstar guard coming down the path.

Ahkari followed the gesture and quickly hid her snarl.

"Threatening does not win this one any favors."

"Perhaps but I haven't got all day either."

Ahkari spat in the snow and let her tail flick behind her.

"Take it and be out of Ahkari's sight, may it bring you as much misfortune as it has Ahkari."

Keelan resisted the urge to grin as she snatched up the staff and straightened once more. "Fair travels to you too." she said over her shoulder.

The road out of Dawnstar was pleasant enough given the grey skies and bitter winds. The chest high walls sporadically rising in broken glory from the snow drifts only to be swallowed again broke up the scenery but what she could see beyond them was pretty in a way. Firs and pines interspersed against the black and white backdrop of Skyrim's peaks provided a harsh sort of beauty and Keelan could appreciate that. She also wondered what the forest must look like in the spring and summer, with hardy grasses sprouting blooms and and color through those brief months of sunlight.

Casting her eyes up to the blanket clouds Keelan cursed at a bleary little patch slightly brighter than all the rest. It wasn't the weather that gave her such ire, Winterhold had done a fair job in acclimating her to dismal skies after all, rather it was the sun itself, sinking off into the west far too quick for her liking.

She'd decided to take the actual road back to the college, figuring the chance of wild animal encounters would be lesser. But that didn't mean she wanted to spend a night on it or travel it in the dark by herself.

But she'd given the Khajiit all her coin so even if she turned back she'd likely be sleeping outside. Muttering no shortage of curses in aldmeri, she trudged onward.

* * *

><p>The first sign of trouble was a shrill whistling that seemed to be following her. It had started right after she'd left the road in order to give a giant's camp a wide berth and now it seemed to grow louder with each moment she spent off the road proper. Keelan had blamed the wind at first, another entity that was making her life more difficult, but the wind had a howl of its own and was less consistent in pitch. She'd checked over her shoulder a dozen times but with the snow, which had started just before the wind picked up, it was difficult to see anything. Still she could feel her teeth grinding together as the sound began to claw and ring inside her skull.<p>

The second sign was a creak that snapped her head to the side and provided the answer to a question she wished she didn't have. There was no third sign, the moment it knew it had been spotted the ice wraith flew at her with a speed she couldn't match. It struck like a serpent that had no need for muscles or flesh, hollow fangs tearing through her sleeve and grazing the skin beneath. Her right arm was numb even before her scream hit the back of her teeth.

To her credit Keelan didn't harbor any notions of bravado, she also didn't waste time screaming besides that initial reaction. Instead she ran, pushing through snowberry bushes and vaulting snow drifts. When her feet hit stone her heart leapt in her chest, if she could just stay on the road… if she could just stay ahead of it, then she maybe it would give up or perhaps the divines would smile on her and set a guardsman in her path. Hell she'd even take a stormcloak patrol if it meant surviving.

But her luck seemed even better, for after sprinting around a turn she ran into not one, but three people all wearing instantly recognized vigilant of Stendarr robes. With the wraith still gnashing teeth just a few paces back, Keelan let the situation speak for itself as she swiftly dove behind the nearest able looking body. To be sure it was no contest between three weapon wielding strangers and a solitary ice wraith. In a matter of minutes there was nothing left of the creature except its head sitting on a pile of shards. The mage was so relieved she honestly felt like kissing the imperial woman she'd sheltered behind.


End file.
